May-ying 


The author's grandmother, she was sold by her mother as a very young girl and then sold 
as a concubine by her employer. May-ying was terribly disappointed that her two first 
children were girls and hoped desperately that her third would be the son she believed she 
owed her husband. The third child was also a girl, Hing, who was the author's mother. May- 
ying's disappointment was at least partly because she believed that having produced a boy 
would end her obligation to her husband, Chan Sam. After Hing's birth, May-ying began 
gambling and drinking heavily. Often, Hing woke to hear May-ying entertaining men. May- 
ying adopted a son, Gok-leng, though he lived with her only occasionally. May-ying seldom 
seemed to care about making a home for Hing and Gok-leng though at one point she settled 
into an apartment and for a short time their lives became more tolerable. As... 


Coming of Age 


Hing was the major example of the coming of age theme. She spent a great deal of her 
childhood feeling that she was wronged because her mother made no attempt to make a 
good home for Hing. Over the majority of her childhood, Hing hated her situation and 
blamed her mother for it. This was natural because Hing was very young. As she aged, she 
put her hopes into education with the goal of becoming a doctor. The hope for her future 
was important to her but she came to realize that her mother was not going to be able to 
support herself long enough for Hing to reach those goals. She dropped out of school and 
sought other options, looking ahead to the time when she would have to provide support for 
her mother. Hing eventually found her way into a nursing program but became... 


Chapters 1 through 4 


1. What was the name of Hing's sister? 
(a) Zing. 
(b) Ping. 
(c) Ting. 
(d) Ying. 


2. How was Hing related to Yuen? 
(a) They were cousins. 

(b) He was her uncle. 

(c) He was her half-brother. 

(d) She was his aunt. 


3. How was Hing's house in the past? 
(a) Ornate. 

(b) Run down. 

(c) Elaborate. 

(d) Plain. 


4. What was Hing's house in need of at the beginning of the book? 
(a) Paint. 

(b) Repairs. 

(c) Renters. 

(d) A mailbox. 


5. What did Hing's sister give her at the beginning of the book? 
(a) A ribbon. 

(b) A kimono. 

(c) A dress. 

(d) A coat. 


6. What did Hing notice about the gift from her sister at the beginning of the book? 
(a) It was old. 

(b) She recognized it. 

(c) It was stolen. 

(d) She needed it. 


7. How old was May Ying at the beginning of the book? 
(a) 16. 
(b) 15. 
(c) 17. 
(d) 18. 


8. Who sold May Ying? 
(a) Her uncle. 

(b) Her mother. 

(c) Her aunt. 

(d) Her brother. 


9. What was May Ying sold as? 
(a) A concubine. 

(b) A laborer. 

(c) A maid. 

(d) A teacher. 


Essay Topic 1 


How did the relationship between Hing and her father change throughout the course of the 
story, and how did these changes affect the people around them? 


Essay Topic 2 


Who was the more honorable woman between Huangbo and May Ying, and why? 


Essay Topic 3 


Friendship is a strong theme throughout the book. Where are some places that this theme 
appears, and how do the people touched by it react? How do certain friendships change 
over the course of the book, and what causes these changes? 


Essay Topic 4 


How did Denise feel about the Cultural Revolution in China when it was over, and what led 
to this changed ideal? 


Essay Topic 5 


What was the significance of the title of this book? 


Essay Topic 6 


Death and mortality were two integral themes of this plot. What are some of the key 
examples of this theme, and how did the presence... 


- What happened to Hing when May Ying had some friends visiting? 


Shortly after May Ying gave birth to Hing, some friends were visiting and May Ying dropped 
Hing. Her friends had a feeling she did this on purpose in an attempt to kill her. 


2. Why was May Ying not very fond of Nan when she was so pleased with Ping? 


May Ying did not like Nan as much as Ping because she had hoped to have a son on her 
second try at child bearing, and was deeply disappointed to have another girl. 


3. What caused years of no available work for Sam? 
Sam was out of work for years when the Depression hit in the 1930s. 
4. What kept Sam from returning home to China when he was out of work? 


Sam refused to return to China during the depression because he didn't want to admit that 
life was better in China than abroad, and because he wanted to be able to return with the 
son that the fortune teller had promised him and May Ying. 


May-ying 


This person was sold by her mother as a very young girl and then sold as a concubine by 
her employer. 


Hing 


This person was dressed as a boy when her parents were upset at not having a boy. 


Denise 


This person had always been curious about the black and white photos that told the story of 
her mother's childhood and the lives of her grandparents. 


Chan Sam 


This person was Chinese by birth but sought his fortune in Canada, leaving his wife behind 
in China. 


Ping 
This person was taken to China as a young girl and left there with her father's wife, and was 
not the smartest of the girls but was determined. 


Yuen 


This person was born with a horrific deformity - both his feet were turned so that he 
appeared to be wearing his shoes backwards. 


Nan 


This person died young and her... 


